Confraternities in Colonial Mexico City
Taking colonial Mexico City as a case study, this chapter considers the ways in which confraternities could function as social intermediaries by facilitating the reintegration of marginalized individuals into urban society. After a brief contextualization, I examine the inception and administration of Mexican confraternities in the period immediately following the Spanish Conquest. I then consider three groups of marginalized residents within the urban context of Mexico City: prisoners of petty debt, orphans, and people with contagious diseases. These groups were chosen because their social roles proved to be fluid in terms of social mobility and status. I shall conclude with some general observations and suggestions for future research.4
The Rise of Confraternities in Post-Conquest Mexico
Social relations under the Aztec Empire had been arranged in self-sufficient city-states called altepetl. After joint Spanish and indigenous forces conquered the Empire in 1521, the leader of the conquest, Hernán Cortés, left these structures in place and turned them into encomiendas,5 controlled by Spanish conquistadores. The native inhabitants, who had experienced some linguistic, religious, and cultural autonomy under the Aztecs, were now expected to understand Spanish commands, embrace Christianity, and give up their past 'idolatrous' traditions. In addition to the disregard for the former Nahua6 nobility, women faced different social roles, as they had before been able to hold political and religious positions on par with men. In many instances, the social status and decision-making power of the Nahuas declined.7 There was, however, one notable exception: indigenous participation in Mexican confraternities.
Confraternities were among the first social institutions set up in the New World. While historians have attached much significance to eighteenth-century confraternities, the earlier colonial period has been understudied.8 This
